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“Joy and Pain in Life” (Genesis 21:1-34) 

In this chapter we see the pleasure and the pain that afflict the believer on his earthly pilgrimage. 
Solomon once observed that in life there is, “A time to weep, and a time to laugh” (Eccl. 3:4). The 
ups and downs of life are worked out in our family life. Abraham will go through the heights of 
joy with the birth of Isaac but also the depths of sorrow at the forced parting with his beloved 
Ishmael. As the aged Patriarch observed his firstborn son walk away, he will learn once again that 
bad choices bring bad consequences. No matter how a bad choice initially succeeds it never 
works out well in the end. Sooner or later the sinner reaps the consequences for the sin he 
sowed. One of the most difficult problems for him is dealing with these consequences.  
 
And the  LORD vis i t ed  Sarah as  he  had sa id ,  and the  LORD did unto  Sarah as  he  had spoken.  For  Sarah 

conce iv ed ,  and bare  Abraham a son in  h i s  o ld  age ,  a t  the  s e t  t ime o f  whi ch  God had spoken to  h im. And 

Abraham ca l l ed  the  name o f  h i s  son that  was born unto  h im,  whom Sarah bare  to  h im,  Isaac .  And Abraham 

c i r cumcis ed  h i s  son Isaac  be ing  e i gh t  days  o ld ,  as  God had commanded h im. And Abraham was an hundred 

years  o ld ,  when h i s  son Isaac  was born unto  h im. And Sarah sa id ,  God hath made me to  laugh ,  so  that  a l l  

that  hear  wi l l  laugh wi th  me.  And she  sa id ,  Who would  have  sa id  unto  Abraham, that  Sarah shou ld  have  

g iv en ch i ldren suck? for  I  have  born h im a son in  h i s  o ld  age .  (v1-7)  

 

The focus from the beginning of  this conception and birth is the power and faithfulness of  
God. A ninety-year old woman gives birth to her first child. When things seemed impossible, the 
Lord made it possible, “And the LORD visited Sarah” by being faithful to His promises, “as He had 
said.” This was in accordance with God’s sovereign timing, “at the set time of which God had spoken to 
him.” God did what He promised; not a day early or a day late. Three times in these two verses 
there is a reference to God’s faithfulness to His Word. The writer conveys a definite and calm 
assurance that this was what we should expect to happen, which of course is true with God’s 
promises. Men may fail but God never fails, “If we believe not, yet He abideth faithful: He cannot deny 
Himself” (2 Tim. 2:13). God is not like everyone else. When He makes a promise, He will never 
break it. 

We must also observe that this son arrived as a gracious blessing to Abraham and Sarah 
when they had just experienced a spiritual failure in the previous chapter in Gerar, “He hath not 
dealt with us after our sins; nor rewarded us according to our iniquities” (Psa. 103:10). Abraham and Sarah 
had waited long for this child, at times doubting, at times confused, and even at times trying to 
help God out by taking matters into their own hands. Even when Abraham and Sarah sinned, 
God’s purposes cannot be defeated.  

The same God is working in our lives in the same way. All too often we are anxious 
when God does not appear to answer our prayers when we want Him to do so. But God does 
not work to our timetable. Waiting for God’s best is always the best! We need to trust Him and 
wait upon Him. Waiting for Him to sovereignly work according to His timing is the better way, 
“Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:10).  This is a truth we all need to understand 
and submit to in our desires and prayers. The faithfulness and sovereignty of God is the 
enduring foundation of the believer’s life.  
 There is a change in both parents in this birth. As Abraham held that infant boy in his 
arms he must have noted the faithfulness of God when “his own body now dead” (Rom. 4:19). He 
responds by faithful obedience by circumcising his son on the eighth day, “as God had commanded 
him.” The son was named Isaac meaning “laughter.” Sarah acknowledged the grace of God to 



 

  3 

her also in making her a ninety-year old mother, “God hath made me to laugh, so that all that hear will 
laugh with me.” She knows that this miracle will be the talk of all those that hear of it. Sarah also 
acknowledged that this seemed impossible to man, “Who would have said unto Abraham, that Sarah 
should have given children suck?”  

God had turned Sarah’s laughter of unbelief to the laughter of joy. This change in Sarah 
began even before the conception of Isaac for we read, “Through faith also Sara herself received 
strength to conceive seed, and was delivered of a child when she was past age, because she judged Him faithful who 
had promised” (Heb 11:11). She had learned to trust in God’s promises despite the circumstances 
and the result was joy. The lesson is helpful for us to grasp. What God has promised to you, He 
will always fulfill. If it seems He has forgotten, He has not. God’s delays are for a purpose. We 
can never trust Him too much. Boice makes a good application to us, 

 
Has God made a promise to you? If He has, you may be sure that He will keep it. You 
may waver, but He will not waver. You may disbelieve; He remains faithful. The day will 
come when you will laugh with joy at the fulfillment.  

 
And the  ch i ld  gr ew,  and was weaned :  and Abraham made a  grea t  f eas t  the  same day that  I saac  was weaned .  

And Sarah saw the  son o f  Hagar the  Egypt ian ,  which  she  had born unto  Abraham, mocking .  Where fore  she  

sa id  unto  Abraham, Cast  out  th i s  bondwoman and her  son :  fo r  the  son o f  th i s  bondwoman sha l l  no t  be  he i r  

wi th  my son ,  even wi th  Isaac .  And the  th ing  was very  gr i evous  in  Abraham’s  s i gh t  be cause  o f  h i s  son .  And 

God sa id  unto  Abraham, Let  i t  no t  be  gr i evous  in  thy  s i gh t  be cause  o f  the  lad ,  and because  o f  thy  

bondwoman;  in  a l l  that  Sarah hath sa id  unto  thee ,  hearken unto  her  vo i c e ;  f o r  in  Isaac  sha l l  thy  s e ed  be  

ca l l ed .  And a lso  o f  the  son o f  the  bondwoman wi l l  I  make a nat ion ,  be cause  he  i s  thy  s e ed .  (v8-13) 

 
The days of laughter do not last. Once again there is tension in the home. A special moment of 
celebration for the family of the Lord’s goodness and grace had a bitter edge. Probably Isaac is 
about 3-5 years old and Ishmael about 16-19 years old. The consequences of previous failures 
begin to work themselves out in the family relationships. God had previously prophesised of 
Ishmael that “he will be a wild man; his hand will be against every man” (Gen 16:12). The first 
beginnings of this are seen in Ishmael’s attitude towards Isaac. The NT tells us that Ishmael 
“persecuted him that was born after the Spirit” (Gal. 4:29). No doubt this was rooted in jealousy 
towards the biological son of Abraham and Sarah. Up to this point, Ishmael was the undivided 
focus of Abraham’s fatherly pride and joy (cf. Gen. 17:18). Now a rival heir had entered the 
picture. Ishmael must have been angered at the attention centred on Isaac on the day of the great 
feast given in the latter’s honour.  

Sarah, observing the behaviour of Ishmael, demanded the ultimate sanction, “Cast out this 
bondwoman and her son: for the son of this bondwoman shall not be heir with my son, even with Isaac.” This 
was a sense of déjà vu here for Sarah. Previously, Hagar had despised her at the conception of 
Ishmael.  Now Hagar’s son despises her son, Isaac. Sarah may have been driven by her lingering 
resentment or it may be it was foresight as to a troublesome future. Whatever her motives, the 
thought of losing his beloved son, Ishmael was hard for Abraham to contemplate, “And the thing 
was very grievous in Abraham’s sight.” Abraham had spent many years lovingly raising this boy whom 
he thought was his heir.  

Abraham is once again caught in the horns of a dilemma between warring factions in his 
home. It is to Abraham’s credit that he does not simply follow Sarah’s advice on this occasion 
nor does he allow her to take control of the situation. However, God steps in to tell him to send 
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Ishmael away, which He explains, “for in Isaac shall thy seed be called.” This does not necessarily 
mean that God approves of Sarah’s motive or manner in demanding that Ishmael be put out of 
the home (cf. Gen. 50:20). But Ishmael and Isaac cannot live together for God’s perfect plan. If 
it had been allowed to continue hearts would, doubtless, have been broken. The scenario of Cain 
and Abel may well have been re-enacted. Meyer notes some other problems, 
 

In what way the presence of Hagar and Ishmael hindered the development of Abraham’s 
noblest life of faith, we cannot entirely understand. Did his heart still cling to the girl 
who had given him his firstborn son? Was there any secret satisfaction in the 
arrangement, which had at least achieved one cherished purpose, though it had been 
unblessed by God? Was there any fear that if he were summoned to surrender Isaac, he 
would find it easier to do so, because, at any moment, he could fall back on Ishmael, as 
both son and heir? We cannot read all that was in Abraham’s mind; but surely some such 
thoughts are suggested by the expressions which to this hour record the history of the 
anguish of this torn and lonely heart, as one darling idol after another was rent away, that 
he himself might be cast naked and helpless on the omnipotence of the Eternal God. 
“The thing was very grievous in Abraham’s sight” (v.11). 
 

However the Lord is gracious in promising Abraham about Ishmael, “of the son of the bondwoman 
will I make a nation, because he is thy seed.” This promise would take some of the sting in parting with 
Ishmael.  
 
And Abraham rose  up ear ly  in  the  morning ,  and took bread ,  and a bot t l e  o f  water ,  and gave  i t  unto  Hagar ,  

put t ing  i t  on her  shou lder ,  and the  ch i ld ,  and sent  her  away :  and she  depar t ed ,  and wandered  in  the  

wi lderness  o f  Beersheba .  And the  water  was spent  in  the  bo t t l e ,  and she  cas t  the  ch i ld  under  one  o f  the  

shrubs .  And she  went ,  and sat  her  down over  aga ins t  h im a good way o f f ,  as  i t  were  a  bow shot :  fo r  she  sa id ,  

Let  me not  s e e  the  death o f  the  ch i ld .  And she  sa t  over  aga ins t  h im,  and l i f t  up her  vo i c e ,  and wept .  And 

God heard the  vo i c e  o f  the  lad ;  and the  ange l  o f  God ca l l ed  to  Hagar out  o f  heaven ,  and sa id  unto  her ,  What 

a i l e th  thee ,  Hagar? f ear  not ;  fo r  God hath heard the  vo i c e  o f  the  lad where  he  i s .  Arise ,  l i f t  up the  lad ,  and 

ho ld  h im in  th ine  hand;  for  I  wi l l  make h im a grea t  nat ion .  And God opened her  ey e s ,  and she  saw a we l l  o f  

water ;  and she  went ,  and f i l l ed  the  bo t t l e  w i th  water ,  and gave  the  lad dr ink.  And God was wi th  the  lad ;  and 

he  gr ew,  and dwe l t  in  the  wi lderness ,  and became an archer .  And he  dwe l t  in  the  wi lderness  o f  Paran:  and h is  

mother  took h im a wi f e  out  o f  the  land o f  Egypt .  (v14-21) 

 

Abraham showed that he is maturing in his faith. There was no indication that he would ever see 
Ishmael again. Even though losing Ishmael was very painful and he may not have fully 
understood the reasons why he had to do so, he obeyed without questioning the Lord. Indeed, 
we are told he “rose up early in the morning” to follow the Lord’s command. The loss of Hagar and 
Ishmael will be a means of blessing to Abraham’s life. Sometimes things we deeply love must go 
in order for us to get God’s best for our lives. That is what living by faith in God’s sovereign 
wisdom is all about. Our affection for our family must never be an obstacle to obeying the will 
of God, “If any man come to me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and 
sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26). 
 The first time Hagar fled the home, but here she is sent away. Doubtless, the teenage 
Ishmael could not understand why his loving father now rejected him. His future prospects had 
been shattered by the birth of Isaac. As they left Abraham, Hagar and Ishmael may well have got 
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lost on their wanderings. With a teenage boy to feed, Hagar soon reaches breaking point. 
Everything seems hopeless to her eyes. At this juncture, the Lord graciously intervenes to take 
care of Hagar and Ishmael. The nature of the intervention demonstrated His personal interest 
and care of the rejected pair. He assures her, “fear not; for God hath heard the voice of the lad where he 
is.” The Lord promises, “I will make him a great nation.” He not only provided immediately for 
their physical needs with the well but the Lord also continued to watch over Ishmael, “And God 
was with the lad; and he grew.” Just as God kept His promises concerning Isaac, so He kept His 
promises concerning Ishmael.  
 

And i t  came to  pass  a t  that  t ime ,  that  Abimele ch  and Phicho l  the  ch i e f  capta in o f  h i s  hos t  spake unto  

Abraham, say ing ,  God i s  wi th  thee  in  a l l  that  thou does t :  Now there fore  swear  unto  me here  by  God that  

thou wi l t  no t  dea l  fa l s e ly  wi th  me,  nor  wi th  my son ,  nor  wi th  my son ’s  son :  but  ac cord ing  to  the  kindness  that  

I  have  done  unto  thee ,  thou sha l t  do  unto  me,  and to  the  land where in  thou has t  so journed .  And Abraham 

sa id ,  I  wi l l  swear .  And Abraham reproved  Abimele ch  be cause  o f  a  we l l  o f  water ,  which  Abimele ch ' s  s e rvants  

had v io l en t ly  taken away .  And Abimele ch  sa id ,  I  wot  not  who hath done  th i s  th ing ;  ne i ther  d ids t  thou t e l l  

me ,  ne i ther  y e t  heard I  o f  i t ,  but  to  day .  And Abraham took sheep  and oxen ,  and gave  them unto  Abimele ch ;  

and both o f  them made a  covenant .  And Abraham se t  s even ewe lambs o f  the  f lo ck by  themse lves .  And 

Abimele ch  sa id  unto  Abraham, What mean these  s even ewe lambs which  thou has t  s e t  by  themse lv e s?  And he  

sa id ,  For  these  s even ewe lambs sha l t  thou take o f  my hand,  that  they  may be  a  wi tness  unto  me,  that  I  have  

d igged  th i s  we l l .  Where fore  he  ca l l ed  that  p lace  Beersheba ;  be cause  there  they  sware  bo th o f  them. Thus they  

made a  covenant  a t  Beersheba :  then Abimele ch  rose  up ,  and Phicho l  the  ch i e f  capta in  o f  h i s  hos t ,  and they  

r e turned in to  the  land o f  the  Phi l i s t ines .  And Abraham planted  a  grove  in  Beersheba ,  and ca l l ed  there  on the  

name o f  the  LORD, the  ever las t ing  God.  And Abraham so journed in  the  Phi l i s t ines ’  land many days .  (v22-

34) 

 

After the excitement about Isaac’s birth and the removal of  Ishmael, the final incident in this 
chapter appears to be somewhat insignificant. But it reveals a number of  things about life. 
Abimelech was the Philistine king of  Gerar that Abraham tried to deceive in Genesis 20. There 
was plenty in their past for Abimelech to despise Abraham for his hypocrisy. Despite the fact 
that there was tension between them over the manner of  their parting, time had revealed to 
Abimelech a truth about Abraham’s life. The pagan king noted, “God is with thee in all that thou 
doest.” As Abraham went on his daily routines of life, the presence and power of God was 
obvious even to the heathen. In fact it was so clear that Abimelech wanted to establish a peace 
covenant with Abraham (cf. Gen 12:2-3). 
 Abimelech was cognisant that Abraham had a tendency to lie in the past so he calls on 
him to sware an oath to his words, “Now therefore swear unto me here by God that thou wilt not deal 
falsely with me, nor with my son, nor with my son’s son.” Abraham could easily have been flattered by 
this unilateral approach and passively agreed to the request. However, he shows wisdom and 
courage in bringing up issues that still existed between them, “And Abraham reproved Abimelech 
because of a well of water, which Abimelech’s servants had violently taken away.” He knew that if issues like 
this were not dealt with that any agreement made would be worthless. Abimelech’s explanation 
seems to satisfy Abraham as to his sincerity. They enact a treaty at the well of Beersheba. This 
landmark later became the boundary of the land of Israel. 
 The fact that God moved upon the heart of Abimelech to seek this unilateral peace 
accord with Abraham should have served as a rebuke to the aged patriarch. On a number of 
times he had engaged in deception because of fear for his life when interacting with the pagan 
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kings around him. Here God shows that He can protect Abraham in His time and in His way if 
Abraham just trusted him. The same lesson we all need to learn.  
 This incident demonstrates that the world is watching us all more than we think. They 
observe the presence and power of God in our lives. The great grandson of Abraham, Joseph 
experienced this in Egypt, “And his master saw that the LORD was with him, and that the LORD made 
all that he did to prosper in his hand” (Gen 39:3). We should also note that Abimelech saw this 
evidence of  the presence of  God in the life of  Abraham despite the imperfections of  the latter. 
This pagan king, doubtless, noted how God answered Abraham’s prayer for him (Gen. 20:17-18) 
and the supernatural manner of Isaac’s birth.  As none of  us are perfect, that should encourage 
us to walk with God and believe that our lives can be used to speak to others.  
 Abraham reveals that he is still walking with the Lord by his act of  worship, “And 
Abraham planted a grove in Beersheba, and called there on the name of the LORD, the everlasting God.” 
Before all the heathen around him, Abraham re-affirms he is a believer in Jehovah, who is “the 
everlasting God.” His trust is in Him alone and not a peace agreement with any pagan king.  
 

Be a ray o f  sunshine everywhere you go ,   
Shining for  the Saviour with a s teady g low;  

Be a ray o f  sunshine f i l l ed with Heaven’s  l ight ,   
Sending for th a message beaut i fu l  and bright .  

 
Be a ray o f  sunshine everywhere you go ;   

Stars wi l l  shine the br ighter  in your crown, I  know;  
Sunshine brought to others wi l l  re f l e c t  on you,   

Heav’n wi l l  be the sweeter—keep the end in v iew.  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

1. How involved is God in the conception and birth of a child? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
2. Was God unfair to choose Isaac and send Ishmael away? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
3. What does this incident teach you about God?   

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you been challenged by this passage? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 


